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Regional

MOOCs are not the promised technological fix
In the last few years many have voiced highly spirited claims that a new formula of education in the
form of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) was
going to revolutionize higher education. The claim
was that ample access to new technologies would
make possible for anybody to obtain a quality college
education for free through the Internet. A lot of individuals and institutions became very excited about
this possibility and the conversation about it ranged
from editorial articles in the media to extremely optimistic assertions by people associated with politics,
education, government and industry.
One aspect of MOOCs from the beginning that
gave respectability to this initiative was their relationship with big-time universities such as Stanford,
University of California at Berkeley, The University
of Texas at Austin, Harvard and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. Further, many of these initiatives gained the financial support of big-time organizations, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
the MacArthur Foundation, the National Science
Foundation and the American Council on Education.
Due to their auspicious beginnings, numerous
opinion makers from columnists in The New York
Times to other outlets heralded this new type of distance education as “the next big thing.” And many
top educational institutions formed entrepreneurial
initiatives to advance this new approach under the
promise that it was going to democratize access to
higher education, making it more accessible not only
to the majority of the population but also to the less
privileged ones, those with fewer recourses or living
in more rural areas.

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr.
Letters from Academia
As I have expressed in this column in the past,
these promises were not that new. New technologies
have been hyped as “cure-alls” for years. Similar
experiments were tried with correspondence courses
in the 19th century, radio in the 1930s and television
in the 1950s. Not only that, but from the correspondence courses of more than a century ago to the
MOOCs of today, there is the fact that while large
numbers of people sign up for these courses, only a
very few (less that five percent) ended up finishing
them. And most of those individuals were mature
adults of an upper economic status who already had
some postsecondary education.
Now a new study has confirmed those suspicions.
In an article recently published in the prestigious
peer-reviewed journal “Science,” John D. Hansen
and Justin Reich, from Harvard University, tested the
claims that MOOCs were democratizing higher education. And the results of their study were a clear-cut
indication that such is not the case.
They studied the registration and completion patterns of 68 courses offered by Harvard and MIT.
These two institutions collaborate in creating a
MOOC initiative under the name of edX. These
researchers found that the majority of registrants in
MOOCs already had a college or graduate degree.
Further, this research – conducted among more than
160,000 registrants from the United States – showed

that the average student in the 68 courses offered for
free by Harvard and MIT under this umbrella resided in neighborhoods where the median household
income was almost $70,000, which is about $12,000
above the neighborhood national average. When that
comparison was made among students whose age
was between 13 and 17 years old, the income difference was even bigger – more than $23,000 above
the average American household. Not only that, but
the vast majority of participants lived in urban areas
rather than in rural ones, confirming the idea that
MOOCs were not disproportionally serving those
who are geographically isolated.
They also found that students who either had parents with a bachelor ’s degree or already had a postsecondary education were more likely to complete
the courses.
As the authors of this study put it, “Our research
on MOOCs – along with previous decades’ research
examining the access and usage patterns of emerging
learning technologies – should provoke skepticism of
lofty claims regarding democratization, level playing
fields, and closing gaps that might accompany new
genres of online learning, especially those targeted at
younger learners. Freely available learning technologies can offer broad social benefits, but educators and
policymakers should not assume that the underserved
or disadvantaged will be the chief beneficiaries.”
Hopefully the results of this study, together with
others that have been publicized, will open the eyes
of those with a blind faith in a “technological fix”
for some of our problems in higher education. This
information should also serve as a warning to those

administrators, particularly those at institutions serving largely rural, low-income populations, that these
approaches are not a valid alternative to quality education for the underprivileged.
Add to that the results of other studies mentioned
in this column in the past that show that the proportion of students finishing these courses is extremely
low, an important factor these days when politicians
and publications that rank colleges are putting more
emphasis on completion rates in assessing a school’s
effectiveness.
Finally, those for us who deal with the day-to-day
task of teaching college students need to remind the
general population what these students are saying
in the classroom to us. They know that there is not a
technological substitute for a face-to-face education
experience with good teachers in the classroom, the
lab and the studio.
These and other data should also be illuminating
to those who believe that you can offer cheap (even
free) higher education as a way to democratize its
access. Quite the contrary, MOOCs seem to increase
the social and economic divide between the haves
and the have-nots. The problem is that solid data do
not always change the minds of desperate administrators dealing with decreasing budget support from
their states or politicians who use demagoguery and
dismissive assertions against higher education.
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college professor with leadership experience in higher education.
He can be contacted through his website at: http://www.
aromerojr.net
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Bouncing into 2016
Youngsters and parents wait in line at one of the many inflatables at the 13th Annual Glen-Ed Last Night event. Proceeds from
the event will benefit the Fellowship of Christan Athletes, the Alliance for Substance Abuse Prevention, the Glen Ed Pantry and
Edwardsville High School's E.P.I.C. Club.
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When more and more educational, digital content became accessible on the Internet a few years
ago, many school districts jumped aggressively
into technology by rushing to purchase devices
such as Chomebooks, iPads or Kindles and found
they presented their own set of challenges such
as inadequate bandwidth, lack of planning for
professional development costs, and replacement
costs which quickly made these initiatives unsustainable in many districts.
Others, like District 7, clearly favored a more
hybrid approach where students and teachers
use both print and digital resources. Using
this hybrid approach allowed school districts
to better cope with the hefty financial expenses
that integrating technology now adds to school
district budgets.
While choosing this hybrid approach, District
7, over the past several years, has increased
the use of electronic resources – both hardware and software – in the classroom. As
part of the District 7 Technology in the 21st
Century Classroom Initiative launched in 2012
and funded through community-wide donations,
the district was able to install interactive white
boards in each of its nearly 500 classrooms. This
interactive learning system was paired with subscriptions to Discovery Education (an electronic
library of instructional videos and documents)
which enabled all District 7 teachers to access an
enormous source of electronic resources at a time
when a bringing-your-own-device-to-school initiative was not financially feasible for the district.
In addition, the district has added document
cameras, Reading A-Z, and an electronic curriculum guide template – a free resource – that helps
the district organize its work.
One of the more recent tech additions is the
E-Library:Online Homework Resources that was
launched in January of 2015. This online library
provides a wealth of instructional resources to
assist parents as they help their children with
homework outside of the classroom.
The E-Library currently contains a database of
nearly 500 electronic resources including clips,
images and links to math and English websites
that the curriculum committees identified and
selected as instructional resources that could
assist parents as they help their children with
homework.
“We began by adding resources to support
the district’s new math curriculum, and we just
finished adding English resources,” Andre noted.
“We are excited to be expanding the E-Library in

2016-17 to include science, social science, foreign
language and business education resources.”
Andre pointed out that the district strives
daily to keep up, if not ahead of, the ever-changing evolution of technology’s impact on education. “Parents and teachers want the flexibility
of digital content,” Andre said. “However, they
also expect school districts to ensure that content
can be readily accessed with sufficient bandwidth and WiFi, that students are protected
from having total Internet access, that electronic
resources are organized by course or subject, and
that all students have access to the same materials, with or without home Internet access.”
But what about textbooks? Are they no longer
a valid instructional tool that the district uses?
Andre explained that the district indeed still
utilizes textbooks as just one of its many instructional tools in its hybrid approach but that it no
longer uses a textbook-only approach. “In fact,
the hybrid approach we utilize is preferable to
a textbook-only plan as textbooks are expensive
and quickly outdated in certain subject areas,”
Andre stressed. “And while the district has
retained aging textbooks out of financial necessity, curriculum committees continue to update the
curriculum blueprint for each subject area as new
standards are released. Through this process,
committees have identified digital content and
online resources to expand the range of instructional tools available to the teacher at a fraction
of the cost of new textbooks.”
As an example, using this hybrid approach,
which Andre noted is common in school districts
throughout the country, a U.S. history book published in 2000 can continue to be utilized as long
as it is supplemented with information that covers the gap from publication date to the current
time. “This is one of the strongest advantages of
the use of the hybrid approach,” Andre added.
She also pointed out that some parents had
expressed concern that the district’s use of older
textbooks must be synonymous with the district’s
student learning stagnating at the copyright date
of the book, but that this was simply not the case
in District 7 because the hybrid approach allows
teachers to supplement digital content where the
textbook leaves off.
“The content taught doesn’t end with the publishing date of a textbook. It just means that the
textbook that went home was the best resource
for the content that was being taught on that
day,” Wright further elaborated. “A history class
is probably the clearest example. A textbook
with a copyright date of 2008 might be used in
discussion regarding the Bush presidency, but
supplemental resources would be used in discussion regarding the Obama presidency. We would
never stop instruction where our textbook ends
because each and every day there’s new information that the kids need to be exposed to.”

One has to wonder then why digital textbooks aren’t the answer, but Andre said that the
textbook industry continues to undergo its own
growing pains as it makes the transition from
printed textbooks to digital formats and tries to
keep up with emerging technology. “The first
digital textbooks were specific to certain devices
like iPad, Kindle, and the Nook, and publishers
were limited to only those devices. The end result
was the choices for adoptions were limited to
a single publisher and device, further reducing
selection of the best instructional materials by
District 7 curriculum committees,” Andre elaborated.
She also explained that while textbook companies say that they offer digital content using
a variety of platforms, that after analyzing these
options, there are still significant limitations in
using digital textbooks.
One limitation is the cost, which most might
think would be less than a traditional textbook
since the textbook is now in a digital format.
“K-12 digital textbooks are still most often PDF
versions of the traditional textbook sold for the
same price which is approximately $65 to $95
per book,” Andre noted. “And digital textbooks
are not updated as new information becomes
available but instead districts are required to purchase a new edition in order to obtain updated
content.”
“Also digital textbooks are sold in one or sixyear licenses which expire. This creates a major
concern as school districts would be required to
repurchase textbooks whether or not they would
be financially able to do so at a future time,”
Andre added.
Waiting for improvements in digital textbooks,
Andre noted, has actually proven to be a benefit
to the district. “Over the past several years, the
cost of bandwidth has decreased, security systems that control devices used within the school
building have been developed, and the cost
of learning management systems have become
more affordable to K-12 districts,” she said.
Overall Andre felt that the district’s hybrid
approach was effective, that the district had
“taken a creative approach to acquiring resources
for implementing the curriculum,” and that it
would “continue to build courses with quality
instructional materials, including digital content
to ensure that students are working with the
most up-to-date information possible.”
“Our plan ensures that the technology brought
into classrooms is well-supported by infrastructure and presented by teachers who understand
how the integration of technology can improve
the instructional process,” Andre said. “Despite
the financial constraints the district has operated
under the last several years, the district continues
to prepare our students to compete in a global
society.”

“Removing unnecessary regulation from the backs of small business
owners increases their potential for
long-term profitability and makes
Illinois more competitive and more
attractive to employers,” Bennyhoff
said.
Bennyhoff, whose organization
represents hundreds of businesses in
the area, said the community should
be grateful for the hard work being
done on behalf of small businesses.
“We are grateful to Representative
Kay for his hard work on behalf of
our small business community. Any
concrete step we can take toward
restoring prosperity in Illinois is one
that helps all of our businesses,” she
said.
Upon completion of the review,
state agencies will be required to
submit a report of their findings to
the Office of Business Permits and
Regulatory Assistance, Gov. Bruce
Rauner and the General Assembly.
Rep. Dan Beiser, D-Alton, is also
starting the New Year hoping to help
small businesses in the area.
Beiser, in partnership with the
Riverbend Growth Association, and
the Illinois Department of Commerce
and Economic Opportunity will be
hosting a small business seminar
open to local business owners and
managers as well as people interested in starting their own small
business.
“Our local communities only
thrive when small businesses thrive,”
Beiser said. “Through the small business seminar we are hoping to help
folks interested in business growth
in our area to get started by hearing
different tips, opinions and ideas
from the Department of Commerce
and Economic Opportunity.”
He added that the meeting would
also benefit existing employers to
improve their businesses.
Clarke Maisch, Illinois State
Director of the National Federation
of Independent Businesses, praises
the new program.
“Forcing state governments to
re-evaluate the rules and regulations
impacting small business is a great
way to not only keep government
in check, but could also reduce costs
and time-consuming burdens on
small employers,” she said.
Attorney General Lisa Madigan
highlighted new laws initiated by
her office that will go into effect Jan.
1.
Protecting Residents of Nursing
Homes – House Bill 2462 allows
residents and family members of residents to install surveillance equipment in resident’s rooms.
The law stemmed from complaints
to Madigan’s office from nursing
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The display can be seen at the
front room of the museum, on the
north side of the building.
Another display features dolls
from the past. The display illustrates
how “some dolls from an earlier
era can appear ‘mean’ or ‘creepy’
by today’s standards,” according to
a news release from the Madison
County Historical Society.
Then there is a display showing
the contents of a fallout emergency
kit from the 1960s. The kits were
handed out by the federal government and contained medications,
band-aids, gauze and Vaseline.
Another
display
highlights
research that Weeks’ did on the City

home residents and families who
were concerned for their relatives’
care and safety.
The new law allows residents of
nursing homes and rehabilitation
facilities or their family members to
purchase and install video or audio
monitoring devices in the rooms.
Madigan said the video and audio
monitoring equipment could be used
as an added tool to help resolve disputes about suspect abuse or negligence. In addition the equipment can
help nursing homes by alerting them
to employees who may be involved
in abusive or unacceptable behavior.
Victims’ Rights - Senate Bill 1866
requires vendors who provide hospital, medical, dental and counseling
services to victims of violent crime
to wait until the Court of Claims
issues a final decision on a victim’s
crime victims compensation claim
before demanding payment or referring unpaid bills to a debt collection
agency.
The need for this new law
stemmed from frequent instances in
which vendors would take action to
collect on a crime victim’s bill while
payment from the state was still
pending.
Protecting Survivors of Sexual
Assault - House Bill 3848 brings
Illinois into compliance with the federal Violence Against Women Act,
which requires the state to certify that sexual assault survivors are
not being billed for medical forensic examinations as a condition of
receiving federal grant funds.
Police Body Cameras – Senate
Bill1304 establishes rules and regulation for the use of officer-worn
body cameras and implements a
package of police reforms. Police
reforms: Prohibits police from using
chokeholds, except when deadly
force is justified; requires and independent review of officer-involved
deaths, and makes investigation
reports part of the public record
if an officer involved in a death is
not charged with a crime; expands
police officer training to include
topics like use of force; creates a
database of officer who have been
fired or resigned due to misconduct.
Body camera regulations: The
bill does not require police departments to use body cameras. If they
choose to do so, officers must keep
their cameras on when conducting
law enforcement activities. Officers
would be allowed to turn the camera
off when talking to a confidential
informant, or at the request of a
victim or witness. The bill requires
officers to let people know they are
recording if they enter home. Videos
will be kept for 90 days, unless
flagged for a specific reason. The bill
allows for grants via a $5 fee increase
for each $40 on criminal and traffic
offenses, to go toward cameras and
new training.
Beautiful Movement in Madison
County, an architectural movement
that began with the 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition, also known
as the Chicago World’s Fair. That
influence can be seen today in the
Saint Louis Art Museum, Weeks said.
Not long ago, Weeks traveled
around Madison County taking photographs of buildings that exemplified the City Beautiful Movement.
There are photos of the Edwardsville
Public Library; Louis Latzer Library
in Highland; and the State Bank
Building in Collinsville. Both Alton
and Granite City built new city halls
during that period.
The Madison County Historical
Museum and Archival Library are
at 715 N. Main St. in Edwardsville.
They are open Wednesday through
Friday from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. and
Sunday from 1 pm to 4 pm. Both are
closed New Year’s Day. For more
information, call 656-7569.

